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THE PIXEL FRONTIER: 
ELECTRONIC BOOKS 
TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 
IN THE 
BR.A Y 
Lori Thornton 
Technology & Serials 
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Stephens-Burnett 
Memorial Library, 
Carson-Newman College, 
Jif.ferson City, Tennessee. 
This paper was 
presented as a 
workshop at the 
2003 Conference 
of the Association of 
Christian Librarians, 
Asbury College, 
Wilmore, Kentucky. 
The author examines the growing 
popularity and acceptance of e-books 
by taking a look at their availability, 
strengths and weaknesses, acceptance 
by users, and ways to introduce 
readers to the format. This was 
accomplished through a survey of the 
literature, observations of users, and 
an informal survey of students at 
Carson-Newman College. 
ast food drive-thru restaurants, 
ATMs, microwave ovens, cellular 
phones, and DSL lines are 
reminders that society wants things 
immediately. A few decades ago, a 
convenience store that was open from 7 
a.m. to II p.m. was considered a luxury. 
Increasingly, the demand is for 2417 
services. Grocery stores and Wal-
Marts have expanded their hours to 
accommodate this demand. Banks have 
even provided online banking which 
enables their customers to access some 
bank services in the wee hours of the 
morning. The demand is even greater 
among college students who have 
grown up accustomed to some of these 
all night services. They now want 
academic libraries to be open 24/7. 
('Ytudents now want academic 
D libraries to be open 24/7. While 
many large university libraries have 
answered demands by increasing hours 
if operation to or near 24/7, others 
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find this economically unfeasible ... 
While many large university libraries 
have answered their demands by 
increasing hours of physical operation 
to or near 2417, others find this eco-
nomically unfeasible, especially from a 
staffing perspective. This demand is 
being met in many libraries through 
electronic resources available on and 
off campus 2417. While electronic 
journals have met great acceptance, 
electronic books have generally not 
been as widely used. 
AVAILABILITY 
Some electronic book projects have 
been around for a long time. Project 
Gutenberg dates back to the "Gopher" 
days of Internet access. This collection, 
which continues to maintain an FTP 
presence, also maintains a WorldWide 
Web presence. Its emphasis remains on 
classic literary works, and its cost to 
users is still free. Perseus, which is an 
electronic books initiative devoted to 
the classics, has been avai lable for 
many years from Tufts University. 
Alex: Catalog of Electronic Texts on 
the Internet, originally part of North 
Carolina State University's site, allows 
users to make an e-book from its 
collection of texts, primari ly in the 
public domain, in a format of their 
choice. 
The first best-selling author to 
venture into the e-book frontier was 
Stephen King. On March 14, 2000, he 
released Riding the Bullet in electronic 
format. (Oda, 2002) While it met with 
some success, it did not provide an 
enduring boost that some publishers 
had hoped it would. There are still a 
number of publishers who produce e-
books of their best-selling authors. 
Fictionwise.com has marketed a 
product called Lib Wise to libraries. 
Libraries pay a fee based on anticipated 
circulation. A library paying $29.95 for 
250 checkouts is paying about twelve 
cents per use; a library paying $ 139.95 
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for 5000 checkouts is paying only about 
four cents per use. (Crawford, 2003) 
Since its purchase by OCLC, 
netLibrary has enjoyed greater success 
as a subscription e-book database in the 
library market. Cleveland Public 
Library has replaced netLibrary with a 
product called OverDrive which allows 
users the flexibility of downloading the 
book to their PC or PDA for offline 
reading. (Crawford, 2003) Another 
collection marketed to libraries is 
ebrary which is avai lable via Ohionet, 
Amigos, Nelinet, Palinet, and other 
library consortia. Some e-book 
collections, such as ACLS History E-
book Project, offer specialized collec-
tions in one subject at reasonable costs. 
There are a few projects which offer 
subscription titles and publicly avail-
able titles. One of these is the Califor-
nia Digital Library which features 
eScholarship editions rrom the Univer-
sity of California Press. Some of these 
projects have partnerships. For 
example, University of Virginia's Etext 
Centre has many rree offerings, but 
some are available only to the campus 
community. They have a partnership 
with netLibrary. (Sawyer, 2002) In 
efforts to gain popularity for the Adobe 
ebook reader, Adobe Content Server 
3.0 has teamed up with many book 
vendors to offer libraries starter packs 
of up to five copies of one hundred 
titles. (Rogers and Albanese, 2002) 
Questia sti ll markets itself to the 
end-user rather than to the library. It 
costs $19.95 per month, $44.95 per 
quarter, or $119.95 per year to the user 
and renews automatically unless 
cancellation is requested. (http:// 
www.questia.com) Users can also 
purchase e-books from Amazon.com 
and other sources on an individual 
basis. Ebookgazette.com is a newslet-
ter which offers new monthly title lists. 
Some publishers are even beginning to 
offer libraries the abil ity to purchase 
these individual titles. 
STRENGTHS 
While it is unlikely that these e-
book collections are going to replace 
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the print collections entirely in the 
immediate future, they can be tremen-
dous supplements to the local collec-
tions. These collections can be 
available to the researcher when it is 
not feasible for the physical library to 
be open. They can also be tremendous 
assets to colleges offering courses by 
distance education. (Sawyer, 2002) 
unable to access certain titles. 
Staring at computer screens for long 
periods of time has always been 
problematic. Some e-book devices have 
very poor resolution. (Sawyer, 2002) 
Some e-books do not make an effort to 
package their text in an attractive 
format. This leads to further problems 
in this area of readability. 
There are some 
/ hile electronic journals 
' have met great acceptance, 
electronic books have generally 
not been as widely used. 
technical issues associ-
ated with the availabil ity 
of memory in the 
reading device versus 
the size of the e-book 
While students can often "check 
out" the book rrom such an electronic 
book collection, there are no overdue 
fines if they forget to return the book on 
time. It is simply returned for them. 
One of the features enjoyed by many 
users of netLibrary and similar e-book 
collections is the abil ity to take notes 
while reading the item online. 
(Esposito, 2003) They are also able to 
adjust the font size as needed for easier 
viewing. (Sawyer, 2002) 
The electronic book can become 
interactive for the reader. In traditional 
print medium, a reader locates the 
source through a footnote and then must 
locate the original item. In the virtual 
environment, the link can be directly to 
the source of the information rather 
than just giving a footnote. If a word 
might be unfamiliar, there can be links 
directly to online dictionaries or 
encyclopedias for further exploration. 
The bibliographic entries can be linked 
to a library's online catalog, to an 
online bookseller, or to Books in Print. 
(Esposito, 2003) 
WEAKNESSES 
Perhaps the greatest disadvantage of 
the e-book is that platforms have not 
been standardized. There are a variety 
of e-book readers available and users 
must be certain that an e-book is 
compatible with their reader. If e-
books are not available in multiple e-
book formats, some readers will be 
that can be problematic 
in some cases. In many 
instances, no technical support or help 
desks are avai lable for persons needing 
assistance with such matters. (Sawyer, 
2002) 
Librarians rrequently encounter 
complaints regarding the print limits 
that are placed on certain e-books. 
Publishers are very concerned about 
copyright. Many of the license 
agreements do not even allow for "fair 
use." The publishers have kept an eye 
on the Napster vs. RIAA case in the 
music industry and are seeking models 
that will keep piracy of their products to 
a minimum. One model they are 
examining is Reed-Elsevier's ejournal 
model. This would give "added value" 
to the product but only when it is on 
the publisher's network. When 
someone tries to pirate a copy, it loses 
these added features and minimizes its 
value. (Esposito, 2003) 
A similar concern is that of cut-and-
paste plagiarism from users. Many e-
book publishers have disabled the 
ability to cut-and-paste, but it is still 
present for some models. Authors also 
have a concern over the integrity of 
their text. They are afraid that in an 
electronic environment they will lose 
control of the editorial process as others 
wi II be able to interact with their text 
and possibly change the author's intent. 
(Esposito, 2003) 
The library is not the owner of the 
e-book; it is merely licensed to them for 
use. In most cases, if a library does not 
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renew their subscription, they lose 
access to the collection. This means 
that libraries pay annual license fees in 
addition to the purchase costs for the e-
books. 
There is concern that the 
interactivity offered by the e-book 
actually impedes the reading process by 
drawing the reader into the related links 
and away from the actual text. This is a 
particular concern for works of litera-
ture where someone might explain all 
the allusions to the reader. (Esposito, 
2003) 
ACCEPTANCE 
A study by Versa ware found that 62% 
of college students preferred electronic 
textbooks to traditional print texts. They 
liked being able to interact through the 
studies indicate that fiction is sti II less 
popular in electronic format than print 
and that reference materials are used 
more heavily online than in print 
format. (Sawyer, 2002) lt is also 
interesting to note that some publishers 
such as Simon & Schuster, Harper-
Collins, and Fictionwise.com have 
either seen or will soon see profits from 
their e-book ventures. (Kuchment, 
2002) 
REDUCING STRESS 
How can librarians lessen the stress 
of first-time users ofthis medium? 
Since studies show that reference 
materials are very popular among e-
book users, introduce the new users to 
collections such as Internet Public 
Library which contains a large number 
note that some of the students were 
trying to be too specific in their 
searches which probably resulted in no 
results. Non-traditional commuter 
students were among the students who 
made the most comments after class 
about what a wonderful tool netLibrary 
was and how helpful it would be to 
them in their studies. This tool was 
later introduced informally to a couple 
of graduating seniors who both ex-
pressed regrets that they had not been 
introduced to netLibrary earlier in their 
academic careers. 
PDF books that are similar to 
printed pages are also popular among 
those first adjusting to the e-book 
format. These books resemble the 
fonnat with which they are comfortable 
although they may not provide some of 
the more advanced use of hyperlin ks. 
They liked the fact that 
the textbooks could be 
updated more fre-
quently and that the 
e-books weighed much 
less than the ir print 
counterparts. They 
liked the ability to be 
able to search the text, 
7 hile it is unlikely that these e-book features. Most users will 
already have the reader 
installed on their com-
puter. PDF is also popular 
because it can usually be 
downloaded and read 
r.- collections are going to replace print 
collections entirely in the immediate future, 
they can be tremendous supplements to local 
collections. offline. If libraries purchase e-
organize the text, and highl ight materials 
for study. ("College students prefer ... ," 
2001) 
While electronic textbooks serve a 
different role than books purchased for 
libraries, their popularity indicates a 
trend that cannot be ignored. College 
students are comfortable with using 
electronic information. The Digital 
Library Federation commissioned a 
study from Outsell, Inc. of college 
students and faculty members at 400 
colleges and universities in late 2000/ 
early 200 I . Interestingly, the study 
showed that both students and faculty 
were comfortable using electronic 
resources. (Greenstein and Healy, 
2001) 
The University ofTexas noted that 
usage of its e-books increased after they 
were cataloged. The increase was not 
only in the overall usage, but also in the 
number of subjects being uti lized in the 
collection. (Dillon, pt. 2, 200 I) Other 
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of reference materials. 
The increasingly popular netLibrary 
is also a good source to introduce. [t 
does not require a special device for 
viewing because it is distributed via a 
web server. It also provides good 
example of some of the advanced 
features of e-books such as the ability 
to take notes. A study of students in 
two Information Technology Applica-
tions classes at Carson-Newman 
College found that 85% of students 
found netLibrary easy or somewhat 
easy to use. None of the students rated 
it as very difficult to use. The same 
study found that all students could 
foresee some future use of the product. 
82% of the students found information 
on the research topic of their choice 
with minimal searching instruction from 
the teacher and no assistance. 80% of 
the students were also able to locate 
information on a hobby or other interest 
without assistance. The instructor did 
books in other reader 
formats, having some of the readers 
avai lable for circulation is helpful. 
(Chepesiuk, 2002) Try to lessen the 
stress of using these readers by choos-
ing models that are easy to use, and 
provide assistance to the person who is 
still hesitant about using them. For 
Biblical studies, two of the more 
popular platforms are those provided by 
STEP and Logos. (Surratt, 200 1) 
Do not be surprised if items owned 
in print collections are among the items 
most heavily used in the electronic 
collections. Users may just be access-
ing the information at convenient times 
and locations rather than on site. 
University of Texas discovered that 
there was little correlation between 
ownership or lack of ownership and 
usage in its study. (Di lion, pt. I, 200 I) 
CONCLUSION 
E-books are going to become 
increasingly popular in the 21st century 
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library because users are going to 
demand them. They want access to 
information 24/7, and e-books are one 
way to provide it. Formats will evolve 
over time. Thee-book of the future will 
be more of an "electronic paper" 
concept. (Max, 200 I) In the mean time, 
librarians must provide reliable access 
to what is presently avai lable to users. 
The barriers to access must be over-
come by providing readers for special 
formats and as many resources as 
possible in formats which do not 
require proprietary hardware or soft-
ware for viewing. Users need to be 
aware of the benefits and ethical 
responsibil ities of using such resources 
wisely. '\l' 
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